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      Conner rolled his shoulder blades against his airplane seat, shifting the hashish he’d banded tight around his ribs, and still he itched. What kind of idiot was he? Some white-toothed chatterbox in an airless Bangkok drug alley tells him the packaging will fool the airport dogs and Conner believes him? And now here he was, planted in a window seat flying straight, no doubt, toward Japanese jail at five hundred and fifty-five miles an hour.

      A soft warning bell sounded overhead and the fasten-seat-belts light went on as a female voice announced the plane’s descent into Tokyo-Narita in Thai, Japanese and English. Beneath Conner’s yellow business shirt, the plastic buckle of the belt was snagging against his skin, daring him to unbuckle it.

      “You okay?” the guy next to him asked.

      Conner glanced at the man. White. Medium build. Dark haired, like Conner. Perhaps a few years older. He was awfully good looking, but Conner couldn’t risk interacting with anyone. Conner nodded. “Fine.” His shoulders cramped and the too-short strap drove into a space between two ribs he hadn’t known was there. He felt like a penned-up calf on slaughter day.

      The guy stuck out his hand across the empty seat between them. “Matt.” He had a rich, rumbling baritone, a Midwest American accent straight off TV. So unlike Conner’s old-school L.A. drawl—more Okie than Valley Girl—that English-school owners found so distressingly unintelligible.

      Conner shook Matt’s hand. The guy’s grip was firm, his hand warm. Conner wanted to hang on to it for a week.

      “You work in Tokyo?” Matt asked.

      “Ikari Bank.” Something about the word bank, Conner had found, killed conversations, and as much as he liked hearing that resonant voice, he needed to smother this interchange in its crib.

      The guy straightened up in his seat. “Survived the great ‘crash’ of 1990, did you?” He made quotation-mark signs with his fingers, as though he didn’t believe the stock market had plunged by half. “We’re partnering with Ikari. I’m at the American Embassy, on contract.” He laughed. “Working with the Ministry of Finance, liberalization, that sort of thing. What are you in? M&A? Commercial paper?” Matt crossed his legs, letting one leather-clad foot stick out into the aisle.

      Ah, gaijin salaryman, Conner thought. Tokyo was still crawling with these educated American fortune seekers, despite the meltdown. Not aimless chuckleheads like himself but kids who did things like intern, interview and tell amusing stories about . . . well, who knows what. Conner wasn’t “amusing.” He had prepared a story about selling traveler’s checks for Ikari, but now sat in awkward silence because he couldn’t carry the lie very far and the guy had a firm grip that he wanted to feel again.

      Matt’s foot caught the skirt of a Thai flight attendant as she hustled up the narrow pathway to her station. He jerked his head in a very small bow and lifted his hand in a slight reverse karate chop of wordless apology. It was an effortlessly Japanese gesture for an American and made Conner kind of enviously hate him. The flight attendant turned to smile at Matt, her teeth as deep white and perfect as the Bangkok drug dealer’s. Matt’s dark green eyes sparkled back.

      “Damn, Skippy,” he whispered to Conner as she sashayed up the aisle. “Sexy,” he growled, pitching his voice low.

      Conner exhaled, shrinking his lungs to relieve the bite of the strap. To come out or not come out? Conner watched the woman dip to pick up a stray headset from a seat cushion and noted that he did feel a spark of excitement as he looked at her. Maybe it was time for a different sort of coming out. “You know, I guess she is.”

      “You guess?”

      “I’m new at this.”

      Matt looked at Conner. Conner could see his mind was trying to figure out what Conner had just said.

      Conner’s ears buzzed, blood pressure rising. If he could risk carrying drugs through customs, could he not risk a little honesty? It was the nineties now; times had changed. “Always thought I was just gay.” His throat stumbled on the word gay, so laden with power. “But I’m going out with a woman for the first time.” Ah, Katie. Going out definitely wasn’t the phrase. Katie didn’t think much of Conner; they only had sex, really, which was about the last thing he’d ever expected. But he liked it. Quite a bit.

      Matt shifted back in his seat. Not a good sign, but sometimes it took people a moment to get over the surprise. Matt recrossed his khaki-sheathed legs and drummed his fingers on his knee.

      The buckle of Conner’s chest pack crabbed into his back, a fingernail on a fleshy chalkboard. He internally thanked Matt for taking his mind off it for so long. He’d picked up the pack in an open-air Bangkok market yesterday. It was emblazoned with an already peeling Louis Vuitton insignia and the proud statement, Happyness of life is satiety. My shoes. It sounded like something Conner would have come up with.

      Matt glanced at him, but nervously. Never mind. Conner wasn’t sure what he thought of himself either. Sleeping with a woman hadn’t made him any less attracted to men. But Katie had made a move one night, and he’d wondered if anything had changed since high school. It had. So, was he going to be a different person now? The experience now had him thinking: was he a person, or just a bunch of behaviors? Hello, I’d like you to meet my friend Conner. He’s a behavior.

      Conner stared out the window as the coast appeared. The outskirts of greater Tokyo were just visible at the edge of the wintry brown countryside outside Narita. Somewhere out there was Mount Fuji. Lots of people saw it on the approach but Conner never had.

      The wing flaps rose and the engines began to scream, setting off a scream inside Conner as well. Shining beads scrawled across his oval plastic window. All it took for Conner to land in prison was for one Japanese policeman to look at this scrawny twenty-five-year-old in a pin-striped suit and butter-toned shirt and ask, Is he stupid enough to lash a kilo of hash to his chest?

      The plane dropped.

      Thump. Touchdown. Thump again, the final touchdown, a soft, cracking sound of settling plastic, and then the engines really howled. Conner clutched the arms of his seat and looked at green-eyed Matt.

      Matt batted his ticket folder against his leg, hair-topped knuckles tapping his solid thigh in a forceful pattern.

      The plane slowed and taxied past the surrounding forests and rice fields to the terminal.

      Showtime.

      Now Conner had to ignore Matt, ignore the strap, and slough off his anxiety. He and his ex-boyfriend Arata had worked out how he’d do this. In a few minutes he would head up the jetway into the terminal, transit Passport Control and Customs, and walk right out that automated sliding glass door to freedom. Conner would carry himself like a clone of Matt, adopting a haggardly bright-eyed, I-have-business-all-over-Asia demeanor. What had Matt said? He worked with the embassy, Ministry of Finance something. Conner couldn’t remember any of the lingo, or even the tone, usually the thing he nailed on one hearing. Wait a minute, Matt was partnering. No, we’re partnering. I’m at the embassy. Liberalization, that sort of thing. Conner had it. He’d trail Matt, let Matt warm up the customs inspector so the inspector would see only a couple of law-abiding-ish young American assholes trying to make a bunch of money in the business world.

      It was a plan.

      The plane rolled across the dewy tarmac and stopped. A jetway melded to the body of the plane with a polite sucking sound. Cool late-winter air flowed into the compartment as people began standing, lowering bags from overhead bins. Conner remained seated. He tightened his tie and looked out at the huge terminal building he’d last seen five days ago.

      Narita. Tokyo. For weeks before he’d left, it had been gray, neither raining nor snowing, and it was comforting somehow that it still was. He put his palm to the cold window plastic. He liked being in Japan. People didn’t pry, they weren’t violent. They were nice to him. “Hi,” he whispered at the airport buildings, quietly, so Matt wouldn’t hear. “I’m back.”

      Matt pulled a briefcase out from overhead.

      Conner breathed in, ribs rising, lungs expanding. He felt unconstricted for the first time in hours. He could pull this off. Yes, he could.

      Matt pushed out into the aisle without a backward glance. Conner pulled down his black carry-on, letting a few groups of people go ahead, and buttoned his suit jacket. He wanted to open up a discreet distance between himself and Matt, since Conner had seen a baggage tag on Matt’s ticket folder but had checked nothing himself. Matt moved toward the exit. Conner squeezed into the aisle and deplaned.

      The passengers fanned out as the windowless corridor widened. A faint smell of bleach hung in the moist air. Up ahead, Matt overtook a tall woman who looked half-Asian, half-European, and they marched side by side over the linoleum-tiled floor, yellow health questionnaires in hand. Conner, watching each step they took toward the guard at the health station, registered Matt’s muscular ass bunching and noticed the shift of the woman’s softer cheeks, accentuated by her black high heels. What was it that made one attracted to one gender or another? A visual shape, an imagined touch, an association of strength or tenderness? Conner imagined her sitting astride Matt, facing him, his hands on her ass, clutching her skin as she moved over him, hands grasping at his chest as . . . .

      The health station guard slapped down a form, snapping Conner back to reality.

      Sukebe! You lech! Conner berated himself.

      The guard was looking straight at him.

      Wait a minute, Conner thought. I’m not in pain. He allowed himself a quick glance down. His pouch of hash leaned out against his shirt and tie like an open fuse box. His heart did a flip. The blasted buckle must have broken. Piece-of-shit flea-market knock-off. He could feel it drifting over his side. The only bathroom was now behind him, and pivoting back would draw too much attention. He pinned the straps between elbows and torso and cinched the pouch to his chest.

      Conner smiled at the guard, trying to draw the man’s attention to Conner’s face. The buttoned jacket should help hide the shirtfront bulge. He looked the guard in the eye until the man looked away. Conner handed him the yellow health form, which informed travelers that if they got sick after arriving in Japan, it was the fault of germs they had brought in with them. He walked past the guard and headed for Passport Control.

      Conner got in the same line as Matt and waited for the feel of an official hand on his shoulder, but there was nothing.

      The woman and Matt were now both just the right distance ahead of him. She tucked her long hair forward over one shoulder. The Passport Control officers were seated in their booths, but had not started processing people. Conner huffed a breath. Three more hours and he would be at the bar delivering the hash to Arata.

      Conner began to relax, stupidly happy at the thought of seeing Arata. Stupid because Conner was not doing this out of guilt, which he had good reason to feel, but because he still wanted to be with Arata. What was the point of missing an ex who had dumped you, especially when you were seeing someone else?

      Conner set his carry-on down. His tensed arms clamped the pouch to his chest; his armpits were sweaty. He looked past twenty heads of straight dark hair to the officer in his booth.

      The green Residents light above the booth went on.

      Wait, how could Matt and the woman be in the residents line? Well, the tall woman looked possibly half-Japanese, so that made sense, but Matt? This Conner could not have foreseen.

      Conner moved to the end of the other very long line. He scanned the other passengers for someone to trail behind, but everyone in his new line was Thai, dressed casually in short sleeves for color and comfort. And why not? Japanese thought Thais were all criminals to begin with. Conner was in trouble.

      The orange booth light was now lit, but the square-faced Japanese officer was on the phone. Conner sucked sweat off his upper lip, tasting salt. The officer occasionally looked up, but was careful not to engage the single file of foreign eyes. One aisle over, the tall woman was already picking up her stamped passport from her officer and walking down the stairs toward the baggage carousels. Soon Matt’s officer handed him back his passport as well and off he trotted after the woman. Going, going, gone. This was going to be one of those days when you wake up in vibrant sunny Bangkok and go to bed in an antiseptic Japanese jail. Well, at least it would be clean.

      A very young blue-uniformed man came out with a stamp pad and the square-faced officer accepted the first olive-colored Thai passport. The line began to move.

      Conner pushed his carry-on forward with his foot, flexing his shoulders to keep blood flowing to his arms as they tired of cinching the pack to his ribs. At length, Conner handed his scuffed navy-blue US passport to the officer. The officer inspected Conner’s multiple-entry visa.

      “You’ve been to Thailand twice this year.”

      “Business. I sell traveler’s checks.” Conner twitched a kind of homeless smile. “We’re partnering with Ikari Bank. Liberalization, commercial paper, that sort of thing.”

      “Ah, Ikari Bank.” The officer hesitated, hanging onto the passport, looking on edge, adrenaline pumping. Oh shit. The officer licked his lips.

      “Is real estate still safe?”

      Conner breathed a sigh of relief. The guy was grieving for his lost portfolio balance, like most of the country. “They don’t call it real for nothing!” Conner offered. He’d heard a chipper accountant in a bar use that line.

      The officer stamped the passport and handed it to Conner. “Thanks.”

      “No, thank you.”

      Conner felt back on his pace. He’d nailed the lingo and the tone, if not the smile. Now everything depended on how professionally the joker he’d bought the hash from had wrapped it. Conner felt alive. This was way better than trying to tutor grammar he’d never learned to twelve-year-olds heartily sick of afterschool juku. He glanced at the wall clock. The plane had been on the ground an hour and a half. He jogged down the stairs to Baggage Claim, prepared to see the last Japanese passengers already exiting the customs stations, but the baggage carousel was empty, absolutely motionless, a long gleaming steel pyramid surrounded by a sea of emptyhanded people that included, at the far end, both the tall woman and Matt.

      Conner felt a rush of euphoria. This was going to be easy after all. When Arata sold the kilo, Conner would tell him they were even. Conner would land a real job, a real visa. Granted, he’d struggled since grade school to decipher the shifting jumbles of letters on pages, but he wasn’t the kid who’d hyperventilated in a bathroom stall at LAX five years ago, trying to get up the nerve to go someplace he’d never been on the advice of a bump-faced Marine from Camp Pendleton he’d jerked off in a bus station. He had skills now, maturity. Japan was the best thing that had ever happened to him.

      Conner approached Matt and the woman and pretended to check the numbers clicking over on the connecting-flights board, giving himself an excuse to linger. The woman now shifted her long silky hair neatly over her shoulders. Matt smiled at her and nodded silently to Conner, friendly enough now.

      Conner nodded back, arms taut. See, it just takes people a minute to adjust, that’s all. The carousel jerked into life and began coughing up bags.

      “I don’t know what took them so long.” Matt forced a bit of laughter.

      “It’s the Kuwait invasion,” the woman said, her accent thoroughly Californian. “Every time there’s trouble in the Middle East, baggage handling slows down.” She retrieved a wheeled bag.

      Matt nodded his agreement ruggedly as she walked away. Conner looked beyond her to the weir of inspection platforms between them and freedom.

      Matt grabbed a tan bag from the rotating carousel and walked to the same customs station as the woman. Conner got in line directly behind them and thought businessy thoughts. On the opposite side of the station, a stocky priest in beige robes and shaved head hoisted suitcases onto the steel platform.

      The woman was quickly cleared. She waved goodbye and walked through the sliding glass doors, another person Conner would never see again. For some reason, Matt wasn’t heaving his suitcase onto the steel platform. That was odd. Sure, they sometimes waved people through with a cursory glance, but he was supposed to put his case on the platform. Conner didn’t care much for the law, but following rules calmed him.

      Matt handed the inspector his passport and a pink form unfamiliar to Conner. The inspector, too, seemed puzzled by it. He stared at the cover of the passport and opened it to the first page, checking Matt against his photo.

      Conner’s arms burned with fatigue.

      The priest on the other side opened his bags on the platform and stepped back, flipping an unlit Mild Seven cigarette through his fingers as the customs man went smartly through his luggage, clearing him.

      The inspector hadn’t even touched Matt’s case, but was still laboring over the damned form, slow as cold honey, as though drawing things out deliberately. The agent sucked breath in skeptically through the corners of his mouth. Conner rubbed the toe of his shoe over the green line that said Wait Here in English and Japanese—that much he could read. Underarm sweat was now seeping through his jacket.

      Three black-uniformed police came out of the office at the far end of the customs hall. A dog handler followed with a big black lab. The inspector shot a glance at Conner. The man’s big eyes, nose and cheekbones seemed to stretch his face. Conner’s insides were melting. The delay was for Conner. He’d been spotted by the health station guard after all. He could still feign a bathroom emergency, flush everything in the Baggage Claim restrooms. He was so stupid to be doing this, but he still couldn’t bring himself, even now, to let Arata go down in flames. Strangely, he felt himself wishing that Matt was already through, as though it mattered if Matt saw him take a fall, as though Conner had to be a credit to his particular collection of sexual desires.

      The policemen stopped in front of them.

      Now that it was about to happen, the idea of actually being arrested came as a surprise. The doorway was right there. Conner could lunge past the uniformed guards, lose himself in the waiting crowd.

      The policemen’s shoes scuffed against the tiled floor in front of Conner’s station.

      “Open your bag, please,” one said in English. He had a thick head of silver hair and looked like a captain. Conner looked at him, but the captain was looking at Matt. The black dog pointed at Matt’s suitcase and barked.

      “No,” said Matt.

      He was talking to Matt?

      The captain reached for Matt’s suitcase. Hot damn.

      Matt put his hand on the case. “My father’s a vice-consul,” he said in good Japanese, way prettier than Conner’s rough-and-tumble version of the language, learned in bars. Matt drew himself up to full height. He was three or four inches taller than the captain.

      “You’re not a dependent,” the captain said. “Not anymore.”

      He knew Matt?

      The captain deftly pushed Matt’s hand away from his bag. Matt shoved him. The two junior policemen moved between them.

      “Take your hands off me,” Matt yelled. His Japanese was damned good.

      In a flash and flurry the captain grabbed the suitcase while Matt yelled, “My father’s a vice-consul.” The biggest policeman and the inspector wedged Matt against the steel platform with a muffled bang. The other policeman snapped on wrist restraints as the dog wagged her tail.

      The captain snapped open the suitcase. Conner leaned over. Little single-wrapped baggies of pot were sprinkled brazenly among underwear and shirts, like the guy was Paul McCartney or something.

      “Holy shit,” Conner said, a bit too loud.

      The captain ran his eyes methodically over Conner’s face. Conner felt ready to crack—Yes! I’m guilty too!—but the captain closed the bag and motioned the other policemen to follow him. They towed Matt off. Matt’s head drooped to his chest, like the air had gone out of him. The dog handler remained. Conner’s sides were soaked with sweat. The four men got smaller and smaller and were gone.

      “Boy howdy,” Conner said in English to the inspector, who was breathing hard from his part in wrestling Matt to the platform. Conner slid his bag toward the inspector to begin an exaggerated display of compliance. Arata had suggested he make a show of it, overwhelming the inspector by opening every last zipper down to the waterproof compartment inside his shaving kit. Conner leaned and tugged on the first zipper.

      His pouch slipped.

      The inspector pointed at Conner’s chest. “What’s that?”

      Conner’s yellow shirt bulged toward the man. Conner damped down a nervous smile and counted to five. “Oh, this?” He chuckled dryly. “It’s my passport pouch. Saw some German guys with them and thought it was a great idea, but the damn thing was made in Thailand, and, well, it broke already.”

      The inspector raised his black eyebrows and peered closer. Conner puffed his chest out a little so he could show the inspector the outlines of the square pouch without divulging its thickness. “You’ll never get your pockets picked,” Conner said, “but they sure get scratchy when you sweat.” Conner undid two shirt buttons and revealed a corner of the thing through the opening.

      The inspector nodded. “Yeah, those are a good idea. But you should buy a Japanese one. They’re made better.” He called the dog handler over. The dog sniffed Conner and his carry-on, but showed no interest. Score one for the vacuum-sealing abilities of Thai lowlifes. The inspector glanced briefly inside Conner’s bag, patted it and motioned Conner through.

      Conner grabbed up the bag. The automatic doors opened. He walked between parallel aluminum rails that divided the crowd of faces into two eager masses, waiting for family and friends, and out to the sidewalk of the arrivals loop, where airport buses sat idling for their hour-plus journeys into points around the city proper. He pulled the pack out through his open shirt. The buckle had snapped completely in half. He tucked it away in his shoulder bag and took a deep breath. The diesel-scented air flowing freely into his lungs felt excellent. He was home again. He was in Tokyo.
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      Tokyo was only an hour away by train, but for Marika it might as well have been the other side of the planet. When she’d left her rural home for college, she’d dreamed of living in Tokyo, but here she was in the suburbs, head pounding, as her dentist husband, Isamu, sprawled snoring next to her on the futon. Her eyes felt bloodshot. She was upset with herself. She’d let herself be cajoled into last night’s outing to his favorite club. Yes, she’d set the alarm so she could feed the two neighbor dogs they were dog sitting, but she’d neglected to turn it on. Now it was past one. The Akitas were docile and patient, but had to be starving. She made herself get up.

      Marika walked into the kitchen but found no dogs, though she could see Isamu had cracked the back door open. She poured kibble into the dogs’ bowls and checked there was food in her cat’s dish, up out of the reach of the Akitas. She looked out the kitchen window for the dogs. An ant colony seemed to be settling on the pine tree just outside.

      “Puffy,” she whispered to her cat, trying not to wake Isamu. “Puffy,” she whispered again, throat scratchy and raw, hoping Puffy would pad in on her soft feet, but the cat was apparently out of earshot.

      Isamu had lured Marika to the club last night by promising to talk seriously about moving his mother back to the family house in the country, but he had really just wanted Marika’s company while he drank whisky-and-waters and gambled away half their monthly profit. Perhaps he was incapable of making a decision. Over the last month it had been getting difficult even to lie in bed next to him. Marika now listened for the sound of him getting up. It would be like him to get up as soon as she did and follow her into the kitchen. He loved her, he loved her, blah, blah, blah.

      Marika got out the instant coffee, wanting to calm her throat with hot liquid, but heard the dogs outside. A bowl in each hand, she shouldered the back door the rest of the way open.

      “Good morning!” a strained, high-pitched voice warbled at her.

      Marika pivoted on her heel, nearly spilling the kibble. Isamu’s mother was bowing at her very low—too low, as women her age always seemed to do, as though competing for a national title in submission. Marika recovered her equilibrium and returned the bow, blood throbbing in her head as she matched and exceeded Mother’s angle.

      “Good morning, Mother.”

      “I noticed you got home late so I came over and fed the animals this morning.” With her furry bun of silver hair, she looked like a little mouse, small enough to squeeze her soft-boned body through any crack that would give her access to Isamu’s life.

      “Thank you,” Marika forced herself to say. The two dogs were lying side by side on the grass behind Mother, seemingly content. Marika admired the way they seem to require so little from humans.

      “You know I don’t mind,” Mother said. “The poor creatures.”

      Marika looked at the woman. She wasn’t that old, sixty-five at most, but she acted eighty. Her hands wavered with a slight tremor, at least until she needed to do something; then she moved with vigor. Marika had first noticed it with Mother’s oil painting: she dabbed the brush around on the palette, applying a bit of blue, a bit of green, a bit of white and then slowly moved the wildly jumping brush toward the canvas. Marika had expected stuttering strokes of color to slice the otherwise realistic seascape, turning it into something abstract like a Domoto Insho painting, but at the last moment the old woman’s muscles steadied and the stroke went on the canvas with a decisiveness Marika found disturbing.

      Isamu’s mother began walking toward her, smiling.

      Marika felt the urge to scream. She backed away. “Have you eaten?” she asked Mother.

      The woman bent over to pick up an old red leaf that had fallen from a maple, leaving it bare. The yard was much cleaner now that Mother was living in the house next door.

      Marika set the dog bowls down. “Mother, have you eaten?”

      The older woman looked at her. What did she see, Marika asked herself. Not the beautiful marital complement Isamu saw. A paa-fuu bubblehead? An incompetent?

      “Yes, I heated up a lovely salt-grilled mackerel for my lunch. It was delicious. Thank you.” She handed the leaf to Marika and walked past her into the house, as though it were her own. Marika leaned against the stair railing, twirling the leaf in her hands as her head throbbed. She pulled a cigarette from her jacket pocket and lit it.

      The yard was carefully planted with maples and moss, like many in suburban Inudani, and the house was spacious and comfortable. The freshly painted exterior sparkled bright white beneath its glossy blue-tiled roof, with bristling rows of thin yew trees that were already two feet above the wall enclosing the lot. In five or ten years they would completely seal off the house from the outside world.

      “Marika!” Isamu called.

      Now what? Marika thought, but she yelled “coming,” trying to sound pleasant. She stubbed out the half-smoked Mild Seven and went back into the house.

      Isamu, wearing only his underwear, was looking through the white cabinet over the kitchen sink. His mother was nowhere to be seen. Marika wondered if the two had talked, what they’d said. He rattled through the bowls and china they’d received at their wedding reception nine years ago but never used. When she looked at his body, she saw the sallow flabby man he would become in ten years rather than the softening but still attractive thirty-one-year-old he was at the moment. His spirit had already made the jump.

      He slammed the cabinet door and glanced at her. She was supposed to ask him what he wanted.

      She waited.

      He opened the cabinet that held the glasses, cups and plates, and closed it immediately. Marika leaned against the steel sink beside him. She heard rustling paper as he pawed more carefully through the spices, onions, coffee filters, teas. He was getting close.

      She twisted to the sink, put her hand under the plastic sieve that caught wet garbage, and emptied it into the appropriate trash can. It was full. Trash day was still two days away so she mounded it evenly over the top.

      He glanced at her again. She looked back, the word “What?” on the tip of her tongue, but would say nothing till he asked. He went to the other side of the sink to open the cupboard there, the one he’d been looking in when she’d entered the room. His hair looked dirty and was sticking up in back. She added water to the kettle and put it on to boil. He went back to the sundries cabinet again and peered into it.

      He wanted the instant coffee, of course; she knew it and he knew she knew it. It was sitting out on the table in plain sight, where she’d set it after taking it out. He’d figure it out in due time. She decided to take a shower. She pushed herself away from the sink.

      “Marika!”

      “What!”

      “Where’s the coffee!”

      “On the table!”

      He glared at her, embarrassed. Nothing made him as mad as embarrassment. He was thinking of some way out now, some way to blame it on her. His mother would help him with that.

      Marika looked around, listened. “Where’s your mother?”

      “Groceries,” he said. “There’s no food here.”

      The refrigerator was brimming with food. But of course, with the exception of her beloved mayonnaise, his mother didn’t consider Western food quite real. Only cows should drink milk, she always said, like she was some Meiji-era throwback to the last century, when Japanese people didn’t quite believe foreigners drank the fluids of other species. “I’ll make her a cheese omelet when she gets back.”

      Isamu glared at her.

      The kettle began to whistle and when Isamu grabbed it, Marika ducked out to the bedroom. She could hear him clattering in the kitchen. She shucked off her clothes and put on a robe. He yelled “ouch,” as though he’d spilled water on himself, but Marika knew it was a ploy to get attention. She stepped into the bathroom and switched on the water.

      The room began to cloud as steam overwhelmed the little ceiling fan. Marika dropped her robe and stepped in the shower. She filled her mouth with water from the showerhead and swallowed. Wetting down her long hair on first one side, then the other, she worked in vanilla-scented shampoo from top to bottom. The wet mass hung like a dead thing. She rinsed out the shampoo and then lathered again to get out the smell of smoke from last night.

      “I burned myself,” Isamu said from outside the bathroom door. His voice had that uncertain, surprised quality that meant he was telling the truth, as though he only expected people to believe him when he was lying.

      She began rinsing out the shampoo. “Well, come in and run cold water over it.”

      He opened the door and stuck his hand under the tap at the basin.

      “And rub on some of that stuff I wash my face with. It has alcohol.” She stuck her head under the shower nozzle. “Takes off the heat,” she yelled.

      She remembered how he used to be happy and open. They had talked for hours and he had patiently tolerated her inarticulate attempts to express herself: why it was so important to her to come to Tokyo all the way from Yamaguchi, how the most important thing was to be a full person, whether you were a boxer, a prostitute, a soba server, to have a dream and pursue it. Even a politician. A politician! he’d snort, and, not understanding his contempt, she would feel dumb. But that was okay. She didn’t fully understand herself, often feeling she borrowed the thoughts and dreams of others. She nevertheless trusted she would one day fashion the secondhand thoughts into something of her own. And in those days, he had genuinely listened. She felt herself opening up to him again with the memory, loving even his childishness, and remembering this, she wanted him to hold her like he used to.

      She heard him wince again loudly and the longing grew stronger. In spite of herself, she loved him most when he was pathetic. Maybe she had somehow trained him to whine.

      Marika turned off the water and pulled open the shower curtain. She was clean. Isamu held out a towel. The back of his hand was reddish, but didn’t appear to be blistering. Marika stepped into the towel and his arms and he wrapped the towel around her.

      “Your hand,” she said.

      “I wasn’t looking. I was so mad,” he said. “I’m sorry about last night. I’ll talk to Mother today.” The door was open and the steam was now billowing out into the bedroom. The top half of the mirror was clouded.

      Marika leaned into him and he embraced her. It had been so long since he had touched her with affection. And a long time since she had returned that affection. But maybe the warmth would be there if she gave it a try.

      “You silly thing,” she said.

      He ran his hand over her wet hair. “You know I love you,” he said.

      He leaned down to kiss her and she closed her eyes and let the towel drop. It had probably been a month since they’d been intimate. They’d reached a point where every touch seemed to summon anger in either him or her over a previous touch denied. She felt a little of that now, but she pushed the sensation away. Marika opened her eyes. In the mirror was his mother, peering at them from their bedroom.

      Marika screamed.

      His mother screamed.

      Isamu jumped.

      “Get out.” Marika grabbed up the towel. “Get out of my house.”

      “Mother?” Isamu said. “What are you doing here?”

      “Well, why do you leave all the doors open?” Mother said.

      “Get out!”

      “Marika! She’s my mother!” Isamu said.

      “Well, what is she doing in our bedroom?”

      “There wouldn’t be a scrap of decent food here if it wasn’t for me,” Mother said.

      “And if I had the right food you wouldn’t sneak about my house like a rat?”

      Mother seemed to shrink into the wall and Marika felt flustered. She shouldn’t have called the woman a rat. But she deserved it. Isamu turned his shoulder toward her and stared at himself in the sweating mirror. His rib cage rose and fell beneath the soft white fabric of his undershirt. “Apologize to her,” he said.

      At first Marika thought he was talking to his mother, but then he turned toward Marika. Of course. Her face flushed.

      Mother began shuffling about in the bedroom. Marika stood on the already cold plastic floor, overwhelmed with hopelessness. Was it too selfish to want him to defend her? She swallowed. “I’m sorry, Mother,” Marika said. What she’d said was extreme; what else could she do but apologize?

      She adjusted the towel around her and turned to Isamu. “Please ask her to leave and we’ll talk later.” This had to be resolved. Marika didn’t like being angry all the time.

      Isamu nodded and escorted his mother into the bedroom as Marika shut the bathroom door. She could hear them discussing the burn on his hand as he dressed. She looked in the mirror. Her face was a wreck. Her eyelids were so puffed up from last night’s smoky air she could barely see her eyes. She swabbed her face with the alcohol, but it made her feel drier. Why did they say this stuff was good for you? She heard Isamu and Mother leaving as she toweled off. The front door closed and they were gone.

      Marika finished dressing and went into the kitchen. She sat at the table with Isamu’s coffee, half-filled and untouched, surrounded by a cold puddle where he’d spilled the hot water. She read the newspaper. Hours went by. She put the paper down and the water raced into its dry fibers. She took the dogs for a walk.

      It was getting dark. Isamu had not come home. Marika fed the dogs. She turned on the long fluorescent light that hung over the table. It made the kitchen look like an annex to Isamu’s dental office. Marika took a sip of the cold coffee. They were talking about her. Mother was filling his head with thoughts. Why couldn’t he come back and talk to Marika first? Saying what she thought was not very Japanese of Marika, surely, but it hardly made her a monster. The old woman had been watching them caress, with Marika standing there naked! Mother knew exactly what she was doing. It was unacceptable.

      A fly buzzed in from outside and landed on the table. Marika looked at it more closely. It was a fat winged ant from the colony on the pine tree. She was getting so accustomed to the ants they didn’t even bother her. She would have to do something about them; and soon, before she started liking them. Another landed on the table, then another. She shut all the windows in the room. Where were they coming from? She looked up at the light. It was now crawling with silent ants. They seemed to be multiplying as she watched, climbing over the fixture. There were hundreds of them. She picked up the damp newspaper and swatted them. A scattering of dead ants fell to the table with a handful of live ants, their abdomens wiggling. She jumped back. This wouldn’t work. She turned off the light, opened the window and sat a bit away from the table, waiting for the ants to fly through the open window toward the streetlight outside, but in the thin dark she could see them crawling over the clear plastic and white metal overhead, occasionally dropping to the table. She wished Isamu would come back and take this hopeless feeling away. She turned the light back on. There were more ants than ever.

      Marika went to the closet and brought back the hand vacuum cleaner. She closed the window once again, plugged in the vacuum and began vacuuming the ants from the swinging light fixture. The clear plastic dust receptacle began to fill with ants. She could see them struggling inside. Some of them were actually flying within the little chamber. She vacuumed one side, then the other, then the top, the chains from which the lamp hung, the sides again.

      Her arms tired. The ants were almost gone, but new ones seemed to appear now to take the place of the old ones and she couldn’t get them all. Where were they coming from?

      She turned off the vacuum and sat at the table, watching. The light fixture turned black once again. She followed the path of the ants. They were flying in through the kitchen ventilator fan. She pushed the lever to close it. It was stuck. She pushed harder, but it wouldn’t budge. She hit it with the vacuum cleaner and the lever broke completely off, locking the ventilator open.

      It was fully night now. Isamu still wasn’t back. Something was wrong with the man, deeply wrong. She was his wife, they’d argued, and he was over at his mother’s, unable to say no. Marika shuddered as a cold breeze drifted across the room. No one had forced her to marry Isamu; it had been her eager choice. And yet, if she stayed in this house any longer she would go mad. She put the vacuum cleaner away and went to the bedroom closet for her suitcase, as she’d imagined doing so often. She packed a few outfits and a sweater and clicked the suitcase closed. She wandered through the house, gathering her cash card and all the cash she could find, then walked to the main road and caught a taxi to the Inudani train station, where she caught the first train north, to Tokyo.
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      Refreshed by a quick hot soak and change of clothes at his rooming house, Conner felt a buzz swell within him as he emerged from the depths of mammoth Shinjuku Station, Tokyo’s western hub. He had pulled it off, and a day early to boot. Arata would be impressed, and soon Conner would be free of the crime tucked into his shoulder bag.

      An early evening crowd of women and men carried plastic umbrellas upraised against late winter drizzle as they walked beneath the giant Studio Alta video screen. Conner wove through them, in love with Tokyo. Wide Shinjuku Road blazed red, green, blue and white for blocks.

      He turned down a tiled, tree-lined pathway toward the thicket of tiny bars called Golden Gai, where Arata’s place, Giotto, was tucked like a slice in a loaf of bread. The alleys grew dark, tight, deserted. He reached a bar with a rock facade. A dirty white cat ran across his path and around the corner. Conner stepped inside.

      The barkeep, Fumie, was the sole person in the tiny establishment. She stood behind the counter sautéing eggplant for the night’s bar snacks. Conner tried to hide his disappointment. Though she, not Arata, was the reason Conner had started hanging out at Giotto, she had frozen Conner out once he’d begun spending nights at Arata’s in-town crash pad.

      “Hey, Fumie.” Conner tried to sound friendly. He plopped himself on one of the stools, the only seats in the place.

      She looked up, brushing bangs away from her wide brown eyes, and turned off the flame. Her expression clouded. “Arata’s in Niigata visiting family.” She gave the black countertop a violent swipe. “You said you were coming tomorrow.”

      Conner felt his stomach drop. He couldn’t off-load the drugs. And of course she was annoyed. Conner had diverged from the plan the three had carefully devised. But he’d woken in Bangkok, hash under his pillow, knowing he couldn’t spend another night on a bedbug-ridden pad beneath the faded pink peonies of a terry-cloth blanket that seemed to have been washed in mud. He’d shoved enough baht across the Thai Airlines counter to get on an earlier flight and now he hardly had train fare back to his room.

      Fumie tossed her cleaning rag in the sink. “Well, better early than late, I guess. The yakuza are really not forgiving of lateness.” She locked eyes on him. “You know I’m not kidding, right?”

      Conner ducked his head in a slight bow of apology and thought about what the yakuza would do if Arata couldn’t come up with the money. Sever a pinkie? No, wait; severing a pinkie was a self-inflicted expression of gangster loyalty, not a punishment. It was sometimes hard to tell the difference. Conner watched Fumie go about her work, fiddling with pots and pans.

      “What?” she said. “It’s creepy, having you watch me.”

      “I should have called. It’s just . . . I really, really want this to be over.”

      She gave him a look, like this was new information. Had she expected him to blithely take up smuggling as a profession? She set a beer glass on the bar in front of Conner and a bottle of beer next to it, which she opened but did not pour. In Japan, friends always poured for each other, so not pouring was a statement. Come on, Fumie, he thought, pour for me.

      She tucked a few blank whisky bottles onto the shelf above the mirrored wall behind the bar. Other labels bore customers’ names scribbled in black marker.

      Conner sat still, not touching the bottle of beer. Come on, Fumie.

      She opened one of the snack jars by the phone and filled a small dish with arare, a mix of little rice crackers, that she slid over to him. She leaned forward and filled his glass. “I don’t hate you, you know.”

      Tension rushed out of him. He felt like he’d been holding his breath for days and now could let it out.

      She sighed, dramatically. “It’s just that you got him into this whole mess. You got me into it, too.”

      That seemed a little bit of an exaggeration, but he let it slide. “So, it’s not the . . . you know . . . him and me?”

      “No!”

      He was not entirely sure he believed her. “Have you met his wife?”

      “Once or twice. I don’t think she really approves of the bar, but maybe she’s just afraid of what she’ll find.”

      “She already knows he’s gay, Fumie.” Conner popped a rice cracker in his mouth.

      “He told you that?”

      Conner nodded. “He came out to her before they got married. It’s one of the things I liked about him, though I don’t get why his wife would go ahead and marry him.”

      Fumie tilted her head. “Well, she’d know he was honest. And he’s smart, attractive enough, likes being part of a family. I wouldn’t do it, but I can see why she might.”

      “Then why doesn’t she come down here?”

      “Knowing he’s gay and meeting his latest boyfriend are two different things.”

      Conner felt tightness in his throat. Latest?

      “Plus, it’s a long way to Utsunomiya,” she said.

      Well, that was the truth. People could fight over love, honor and money, but a long commute trumped everything.

      Fumie put down her knife. “If you really want this over, then you’re not going to like this bit: Arata said you have to go again or the bar will go under.”

      Conner looked at her, shocked. It was just supposed to be the once, to get Arata square with the world. Conner’s thoughts drifted back to Matt’s black hair, straight nose. Except for the green eyes, Conner could have been Matt’s brother; his younger, plainer, gray-eyed brother who always got the smaller piece of pie. The police captain had sounded like he’d been after Matt for a long time. The captain had also studied Conner so thoroughly he’d be sure to remember him.

      Fumie cocked her head at Conner as though seeking confirmation he’d heard her.

      Could he go again? He did not want to, but this was ultimately his fault.

      Back in those first heady months, when Conner was staying most nights with Arata in the crash pad, Arata had glumly reported one night that a man had tripped over the heat-exchanger piping on his way out of Giotto and claimed to have injured his back. The next day the man had sued Arata for damages. A message came in from a shady fellow with a punch perm: sell us half your business or you go to trial. The judge is in our pocket.

      The punch-perm guy was yakuza, Arata had said.

      You mean gangsters are not just in the movies? Conner asked. He had never expected yakuza to be part of his life. Even in the movies they were hard to take seriously. The last yakuza movie Conner had seen culminated with a young Japanese nun, the heroine, mowing down the gangsters, machine gun blazing, to save her convent and avenge her murdered parents. Or something. His Japanese wasn’t quite good enough to really follow a whole movie. Arata explained that the yakuza had been demanding protection money for some time, but Arata had successfully resisted. This was their next move.

      Like any good American, Conner urged Arata to fight it in court. He envisioned an articulate, crusading lawyer. Even if the bad guys had the judge in their pocket this round, he said, we can beat it on appeal. Arata listened. He had not been eager to surrender his life’s work. And they were both in such good moods, sleeping together five nights a week, having more sex than either of them had ever had in their lives, and finally having it just the way they wanted. That kind of thing will do wonders for your morale, and both were seeing things through a haze of bleary joy.

      Arata hired a private detective to prove the man was faking his injury. Initial reports had looked promising—the guy was working a full-time construction job. Being bold with Conner had paid off, so Arata decided to gamble again.

      They presented their evidence, but the guy showed up with his leg in a cast, X-rays of a cracked vertebra and fractured femur, and a suave doctor who testified the X-rays were the guy’s. The judge barely listened to Arata’s pleas. They lost.

      Arata set his lawyer to work on an appeal, but it had yet to be scheduled and apparently could take a decade. Ten years. Court delays were a big source of leverage for the yakuza. Arata realized what a horrible mistake he had made. Conner wished he’d never opened his mouth. Until they won the appeal, Arata would have to pay the man a goodly sum each month, and even his detective was saying the broken leg was genuine, although the healing was not as advanced as it should have been. The formerly profitable bar began losing money. Then the stock market crash cut Arata’s savings in half. Arata raced to sell his house in Utsunomiya before property prices followed stocks into the abyss and moved his wife and daughters into a nearby apartment, which, though comfortable, was a decided step down that set the neighbors gossiping.

      Arata shut down his and Conner’s relationship like a business gone sour. Conner tried to convince Arata that things would get better, but Arata was firm. It was over. That was that.

      He accepted Arata’s decision. It didn’t even feel unfair.

      Now Conner watched Fumie line up clean glasses on the bar, wondering if they were friends again. She was right—he owed Arata—but surely one trip was enough. Conner was determined to put on his one suit and interview for teaching jobs again.

      The thought made him feel heavy inside: standing in front of a room of men and women in their twenties and thirties, some who believed mastering English conversation would help them get ahead, some who enjoyed being more international, but all expecting him to work some change in them. And then the dread of having to open up the textbook. All the preparation, the memorizing of words laboriously
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